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Traces: Viewing and Responding to Contemporary Performance 
Sandra Gattenhof 
Queensland University of Technology 
Creative Industries Faculty – Performance Studies 
 
Introduction 
Haseman and O’Toole’s Elements of Drama have served drama educators well. 
They have formed the backbone for many responding activities in which students 
have viewed a live performance and then have been asked to write about how the 
elements work within a production. 
 
What happens when you take students to see a production that is devoid of some 
elements, transmutes notions of time and place, fragments character and narrative? 
What framework can educators use to assist students to respond to a live work? 
 
For me there are a number of key questions that we need to ask: 
What tools beyond the elements of drama can students use to analyse performance 
works? How can new performance forms be read? What lexicon can be used to 
discuss and debate contemporary performance forms? This paper will assist 
teachers and secondary drama educators, particularly those working within the frame 
of the redeveloped senior drama syllabus to understand and critique contemporary 
performance works through the use of an alternative analytical framework.   
 
Before I launch into this, I want to begin with a caveat. Contemporary performance 
does not just mean performance of the here and now. It means that as well as much 
more. Contemporary performance is a genre in itself and contains some hallmarks 
that set it apart from other types of theatrical forms. So let’s begin there. 
 
Characteristics of the Contemporary Performance Landscape 
Theatre and performance is not immune from change. Since the theatre of the 
ancient Greeks there has been innovation both in content and form. Two of the most 
powerful instruments of innovation in the late 20th and early 21st century have been 
the inclusion of new media technologies in performance and the foregrounding of 
everyday performativity as well as street or pop culture in a theatrical setting. 
 
These two interlopers have significantly altered the way in which we make and view 
performance. There are other hallmarks that can be seen almost consistently within a 
contemporary work.  
 
Fragmentation – this comes in the form of dissolution between the art forms, between 
high culture and popular culture and of text itself. Old texts are infiltrated with 
contemporary texts. They are re-versioned and revised. They are fractured and re-
organised to development new or alternative meanings. 
 
Appropriation – one of the valid performance making devices of the 20th and 21st 
century is that of appropriation. This is more than plundering the canon and previous 
works. It is about the expansion of form and previous ideas and making them 
relevant to contemporary audience. 
 
Intertextuality – frequently in contemporary performance ideas, images and text 
speak to or reference other works. Some practitioners use this deliberately so all 
audience members receive the same ‘out of performance text reference’, other 
practitioners use intratextuality, like one of those in-house or ‘had to be there’ jokes, 
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where the reference is of importance to the cast and possibly a few audience 
members. 
 
Integration of live and mediated performance – this comes in the form of use of multi-
media and new media technologies. It also comes with various levels of 
sophistication. Successful integration of mediated texts comes when the performance 
uses it more than a backdrop, rather it becomes a metaphor and the screen is not 
just a screen. I will illustrate this point later. 
 
Non-linear narrative – Jane Mills and Paul Cobley talk about the rise of the non-
Aristotlean narrative form. We no longer have a 3-act structure (beginning, middle 
and end) but see the rise of the narrative forms such as; Surrealist narrative – image 
or incident not open to rational explanation or interpretation; Fractured narrative – 
beginning, middle and end, but not necessary in that order; Shifting narrative – use of 
flashback, playing with notions of time and space. These types of narrative structure 
upholds the postmodernist idea that there may not be one world where time unfolds 
in a linear fashion, but actually an infinite number of universes existing in tandem – 
non-linear/multiple narratives.  
 
Inclusion of visual or non-text based elements – this includes work on screen and 
physical theatre or movement based work that supports, expands, highlights, 
juxtaposes or dissolves the narrative. 
 
The Slippery Problem of Naming 
All these hallmarks make for a performance that is slippery to name. Indeed it can be 
said that ‘in this current age performance, as an art form, lacks a distinctive medium’ 
(Carroll, 1986). One hundred years ago if someone said they went to see an opera, 
ballet or theatre performance you would immediately be able to understand what they 
saw in term of form, structure, style and sometimes content. However, this is now not 
the case. If this is true, then how do we name what we see on the contemporary 
‘stage’. In this sense I am using the word ‘stage’ loosely as many performances are 
now using non-traditional and site-specific performance spaces to locate the work.  
 
There are a plethora of words that can be used to describe contemporary 
performance and most are interchangeable. These terms include: hybrid art, poly-
media, multi-media, multi-arts, mixed-media, screen media, new media performance, 
performance art, performance media and intermedial performance. 
 
This list of course is not exhaustive but it does illustrate a good point. If there is a 
jumble of terms to describe this work, then how do we assist our students to describe 
it, analyse it and categorise it? Some practitioners and theorists would argue that you 
don’t, that one of the hallmarks of this work is that it stands for itself and doesn’t aim 
to be captured and contained. I would argue that you can analyse the work without 
caging it in. 
 
A New Framework for Analysing Performance 
So, if there is a problem naming the form and the hallmarks of contemporary 
performance are decidedly differentiated from what we know as modernist and realist 
theatre in which the elements of drama can be used as a point of analysis, what keys 
can we provide to unlock this sometimes difficult world? 
 
The original research to this answer emerged from my PhD study of contemporary 
Theatre for Young People. I now believe that the frame can be more broadly applied 
to performative works that sits within the post-modern paradigm.  
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Significantly this frame is anchored in the idea of deterritorialisation. A mouthful I 
know, but it may impress your intellectual friends at your next dinner party. 
Essentially, deterritorialisation is about de-siloing of art forms and cultural practices. 
Originally this term coined by Garcia Canclini who is a globalisation theorist he used 
the term to describe the international money market in which currency moved fluidly 
across national borders. It has since been applied to cultural practice and I have 
applied this term to the contemporary performance landscape. Rowe and Schelling 
(2004, p. 66) defined deterritorialisation, as “the release of cultural signs from fixed 
locations in space and time and, according to Lull ( 2004) can be characterised by: 
Increasing speed and volume; shrinking space; permeable borders; and reflexivity. 
 
The notion of deterritorialisation in performance can be broken down into the three 
properties of performativity, which comprises the everyday and virtuosic elements of 
performance; convergence, found in the coalescence of live and mediated forms, as 
well as between content and form itself; and openness of form, demonstrated 
through intertextuality and notions of authorship. 
 
Let’s deal with each of these separately.  
 
Performativity 
Richard Schechner states in his text Performance Studies: an Introduction that: 
“Performativity is everywhere—in daily behaviour, in the professions, on the internet 
and media, in the arts and in language” (2002: 110).  This then encompasses 
performativity witnessed in the formal spaces of a theatre or dedicated performance 
venue as well as everyday performativity seen on the streets through fashion, music, 
restaurants, bars and advertising. 
 
Performativity refers to two things simultaneously. First, it refers to the notion of 
formal training in preparation for performance. Second, performativity can be 
understood to be the content or themes explored within a performance work. 
Therefore, to speak of performativity as it relates to performance one must speak in 
terms of everyday performativity and virtuosic performativity. Traditionally the notion 
of virtuosic performativity has been reserved for those artists within the field of music 
- vocal, instrumental, ensemble or solo and to a lesser extent classical ballet. Since 
the mid 1960s there has been a move to embrace the more accessible everyday 
performativity within live performance. 
 
Convergence 
Convergence quite literally means to approach from different directions. The term is 
used broadly to describe the current trend occurring with the industry’s key 
technologies (media, communications and computing) as well as the more 
generalised convergence or melding of traditional media/art forms and their 
respective roles. 
 
Convergence within performance starts from the premise that its objects of study are 
not to be divided up and parcelled out, medium by medium, to various other 
disciplines—music, dance, drama, literature, visual art. The prevailing division of the 
arts by medium is arbitrary, as are the creation of fields and departments devoted to 
each. Convergence within performance sets no limit on what can be included in 
terms of performativity, medium and culture. The organising concept of convergence 
provides a coalescence of art form and genre within the live performance medium.  
 
Many words can be used to describe events combining live and mediatised 
representations, that is, live actors with film, video or digital projections. Within and 
outside performance industries words such as multi-media, poly-media, hybrid art, 
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multi-arts, mixed media, screen media, new media and performance media are used 
as interchangeable terms to describe and categorise the melding of live and 
mediated performance. 
 
Unlike performativity this concept does not neatly break down into two distinct 
categories. Instead, two species can be identified but each frequently cross-fertilise 
each other within the field of contemporary performance. Many performances not 
only meld art forms and genres but simultaneously explore the merging of live 
performance and moving image. 
 
Openness of form 
Like the previous dichotomy of convergence, this category does not divide neatly into 
two distinct and separate classifications. Instead, this concept of openness of form is 
actuated by an overlap within the category particularly when relating to notions of 
intertextuality and collaborative authorship.  
 
The concept on intertextuality can be slippery concept to capture. The notion of 
intertextuality problematises the idea of a where text “begins” and “ends”? Young 
people as content creators consciously adopt, adapt and twist pre-existing texts to 
make new texts. The term intertextuality refers to allusions to other texts.  
 
One of the content creation processes emerging is the use of collaborative or 
community authorship in the development and rehearsal of a performance work. The 
shift from the playwright as definitive authority as seen in theatre styles such as 
realism to the notion of the collaborative authorship is seen in contemporary 
performance. Instead of the two-process method of traditional theatre; a playwright 
writing a script in isolation and other artists staging it; the new theatre upholds a one-
process method, wherein the group itself develops the piece from initial conception to 
finished product. 
 
Model For Analysis Of Contemporary Performance (Gattenhof Model 2004) 
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* since developing this model in 2004 the word mediated (articulated in my PhD and 
research monograph Drivers of Change (2007)) has been revised to mediatised as a 
response to theory such as Lehrmann, Carlson, Chapple & Kattenbelt 
 
Application of the Frame 
The frame for analysis has been successfully used for two years by students 
undertaking Performance Studies in the Creative Industries Faculty at Queensland 
University of Technology. By using the lenses of performativity, convergence and 
openness of form a contemporary performance work can be peeled back to reveal its 
content and form. 
Recently, I was witness to a performance of Honour Bound. This was truly an 
extraordinary performance on a number of levels. Using a combination of physical 
and aerial theatre, dance, multi-media and spoken text, Honour Bound follows the 
journey of Terry Hicks, to find, understand and stand-by his son, David Hicks, a 
young man from South Australia who has been detained by the United States 
Government for over three years in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Set within a large cube-
like cage, Honour Bound incorporates projected film and imagery, pushing the limits 
of integrated live performance to create an intense new physical language. Honour 
Bound is a highly stylised; deeply affecting visual representation of life lived under 
David's current conditions. Consequently it also explores what it means for a country 
to abandon one of its citizens and it implicates all of us - forcing us to consider our 
values and understandings. 
The Honour Bound set is an impressive but stark large metal cage and within it six 
performers, under Australian Dance Theatre, Garry Stewart's choreography, thrash 
out (often literally) ideas of imprisonment, isolation, powerlessness and violence. The 
Contemporary Performance 
PERFORMATIVITY CONVERGENCE OPENNESS OF FORM 
EVERYDAY VIRTUOSIC INTERTEXTUALITY AUTHORSHIP 
COLLABORATIVE 
SINGULAR 
FORM/GENRE LIVE AND 
MEDIATISED* 
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set makes highly effective use of lighting, music, aerial rigging and large screens 
such that testimony and reflections from Bev and Terry Hicks is interwoven with a 
voiceover reading of the UN Declaration of Human Rights, Islamic music, footage of 
George Bush, images of torture and the sound of helicopters.  
 Against these backdrops the performers dance, fly, flail, cry and endure all sorts of 
torture - literally and metaphorically - and it's this aspect that makes the work 
particularly shocking.  
An excerpt from the Sydney Morning Herald review by Jillian Sykes (08 August 2006) 
captures the work: 
Honour Bound is shatteringly good. It takes the audience inside a giant wire cage 
inhabited by the people kept there and their keepers, whose job is to break down the 
humanity and spirit of the prisoners. Its model is immediately evident from the orange 
boiler suits - Guantanamo Bay. 
An explosion of movement puts the six performers into dizzying spins as they hang in 
space; heart-stopping drops from the height of the stage; disorienting situations in 
which we seem to be observing them from above. Savage emotions of despair are 
counteracted by the poignancy of glimpses of compassion. 
The artistry that turns the piece from documentary into theatre is the way imagination 
has given reality wings. The title is from a quote about freedom - incredibly - on the 
gates of Guantanamo Bay. Video artist Scott Otto Anderson has taken lines from 
international declarations of human rights, screened them for us to read, then turned 
them into a fractured sea of words for an aerial performer to walk along, climb - and 
fall, time and again. 
Garry Stewart's characteristically action-packed choreography is given new urgency 
and a fresh dimension of aerial work that does mind-boggling things with gravity in 
the service of conveying how the prisoners might feel. Paul Charlier's score is an 
evocative blend of conventional music forces and techno sounds that hint at 
helicopters, blips of medical monitors and the like. 
The content was controversial, the performance was emotionally charged, the 
performers were hard-edged and virtuosic. But could you call it theatre? Was it 
dance-theatre? Was it physical theatre? Was it political theatre? It was all this and 
much more. Using the elements of drama as a point of response would fail to capture 
the complexities and deterritorialised nature of the work.  
 
A similar work in form, but not in content, was created by this year by Performance 
Studies Phd candidate Leah Mercer. Called ‘The Physics Project’, it contained all the 
hallmarks of a contemporary work – fragmented and juxtaposed narrative, inclusion 
of new media technologies, transmutation of time and space (the work was 
simultaneously performed in Brisbane and New York). 
 
Second-year Performance Studies students in a unit titled ‘Understanding 
Performance’ were asked to view the work and then respond analytically using the 
framework. What emerged from their writing was not a trite ‘form guide’ review but a 
response of analytical depth as the framework provided an anchor to understand the 
form of the work. This is supremely important because often in a contemporary work 
form is content and content is form, which was the case with The Physics Project. 
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An example of analysis of everyday performativity submitted by one student 
eloquently displays this depth of analysis: 
 
In terms of the Gattenhof model, a presentational mode of 
performance would likely be termed ‘everyday’ performance; however, 
Michael Kirby’s continuum of acting may provide a more detailed 
explanation for this discussion.  Kirby’s continuum charts the 
actor/character balance within the performer, starting with the ‘non-
matrixed’ performance (an absence of character) through to complex 
acting (which entails the subsuming of the actor by the character) 
(Schechner, 2003: 147).  The acting style in The Physics Project 
indicates simple acting, which involves “simulation and 
impersonation…[with] some emotional work…required” (147).  
Although characters were clearly identifiable in the performance, the 
remaining degree of separation between performer and character 
allows the performer to position themselves within the intertextual 
structure of the performance, and work within that structure to 
respond to the emerging intertextual relationships. 
 
Another student was able to deconstruct the notion of intertextuality within the work: 
 
Another example of the possible ‘open’ moment, or more 
appropriately, a tacit invitation to construct one’s own meaning, was 
the use of intertextuality. Brad Haseman suggests; 
 
Intertextuality highlights the interdependence that exists between a 
present text and the intersecting and ever-expanding web of 
references and quotations which have preceded it (1999, p. 61). 
 
Two of these highlighted moments in THE PHYSICS PROJECT 
presented themselves in the spoken text as well as the 
choreographed text on stage. With the central character sometimes 
resembling Alice, from the children’s book Alice in Wonderland, this 
intertextual reference was clearly communicated with direct reference 
to the story by the character of the narrator. The second highlighted 
moment of intertextual reference came via choreographed movement 
- spinning the small room on wheels that dominated centre stage, 
resembling the journey of Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz as she was 
transported into another dimension. If recognised by the audience 
member, this would be an example of ‘textual fragments shift[ing] from 
one context to another’ (Haseman, 1999, p. 62) varying the meaning 
of the given text – a strong example of intertextuality in praxis.  
 
 
The two analytical fragments that I have shared with you are not written by your 
average senior secondary student, they are two students who are moments from 
completing their Bachelor of Creative Industries (Drama). However, working in the 
field of Theatre for Young People as well as university has convinced me young 
people can master this language and for my students at least it has provided the 
keys to understand the performance kingdom. As more and more students are 
exposed to a myriad of performance forms and genres, I believe that we, as drama 
educators need to embrace a new set of performance elements to assist students to 
understand and analysis what they are seeing. This is not to say that the elements of 
drama are no longer useful. Far from it. It is just that the elements of drama quite 
often no longer speak to and for a performance work. 
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